Jessica Bowen

Banquet Speech!


Good evening! My name is Jessica Bowen and I am a senior at Central High School- “The High School”. As a junior, I took the Facing History and Ourselves elective class from Mr. James “Hardy” Thames. To tell you just a little about me, I am an active member of the Memphis NAACP Youth Council. In fact, I am the President. The NAACP provides a steady outlet for practical application of many of the Facing History and Ourselves ideals that I learned through the elective course, specifically those regarding civil and human rights. 


My passion for global human and civil rights justice has been based on the fact that everything that I have ever had a firm belief in has been rooted in hope and optimism.  It could be said that I am naïve about the world or that I don’t have a firm grip on reality, but that’s just not true. The truth is that even though I am very aware of my community, my country and my world, I still know that there is a real hope for a better tomorrow. I don’t want to turn my back on my community simply because the situation looks hopeless- I can’t. To do so would make me like everyone else without hope. No matter the situation, I remain optimistic that one person can make a difference if they care enough because indeed a passionate citizen is the only thing that ever has.

Looking back on the reason for choosing the elective, I must admit that I was more attracted to the history reference in the title. History has always been one of my favorite subjects in high school, mainly because it has absolutely nothing to do with math. So to be perfectly honest, I had no idea what this class was all about. Little did I know when I chose this class what a profound and lasting impact it would have on my social conscience and the direction of my life.  


Upon entering Mr. Thames’ Facing History Class, he introduced only one guideline. The rule was simple. In discussions, each student would be given an equal opportunity for an uninterrupted expression of thought. Well, I certainly had no objection to this rule for at the ripe old age of 16, I of course had an opinion about everything! Still, this was quite an unconventional idea for a high school curriculum. I was soon to see that there was hardly anything conventional about this class. Over the course of five months, I saw a constant openness and freedom about the class that was definitely not from lack of planning (Mr. Thames always had plenty for us to do). Instead the class appeared to be designed this way. As we watched films about identity like “Merchants of Cool” or analyzed stories from the Resource Book, there was always an accompanying practical and relative application. 


I distinctly recall the types of thought provoking and introspective questions that Mr. Thames often posed to the class. One day, we watched the documentary “I Sit Where I Want” which was about mixing up a socially and culturally segregated lunchroom of a high school. Afterward, Mr. Thames asked, “How many of you have close friends outside of your own race?” Considering the diversity of Central High School there was little chance that cross cultural friendships would not occur and indeed the many hands in the air reflected this sentiment. But then, he asked, “How many of you hang out with any of these friends outside of school or at lunch?” Surprised by the question, I lowered my hand along with many others in the room. It seemed that we were all guilty of varying degrees of unconscious social ambiguity. How can we call these people our friends in one context or place but not in another? Questions like this were never easy to answer because they always forced an inward analysis that was oftentimes very uncomfortable and somewhat intimidating. In hindsight, this class was the turning point of my education. Never before had I been simultaneously so challenged academically, socially, and mentally by a class. During this class, I faced many personal demons, but I saw many more of society’s demons in the form of atrocities exposed and dissected for current significance and understanding. Before this class, I had no idea about the atrocities of Darfur and Rwanda and I was afterward ashamed that I had no recollection of two genocides that occurred during my lifetime. However, this lack of knowledge corresponds directly with the shortcomings of conventional history classes. These history classes teach events like the Holocaust in passing and shamelessly promote the idea of “never again” with little acknowledgement of the oxymoronic and ambiguous insignificance of this statement given the recurring and present genocides. 


Herein lies the necessity of the Facing History and Ourselves elective whose curriculum provides the average student with a chance to become a well informed human and citizen. It is a chance to go beyond the facts of history and to really dig into the concepts and consequences in order to better understand our role in the future. By examining such events as genocide, it allows us to recognize the signs and signals and to dissect the small steps that lead to such atrocities as the Holocaust, Armenian, and Rwandan genocides. For me this class was a step beyond the basics and a step into history. 


Most importantly, Facing History and Ourselves promotes action through participation by structuring a curriculum that emphasizes “Choosing to Participate”. For me, each lesson was a personal challenge of “ What am I doing?” 


I choose to participate by responding to Oprah Winfrey’s essay question in relation to Elie Wiesel’s Night of “Is the Holocaust relevant today?” As I read Night, I saw many similarities between the Facing History and Ourselves curriculum and Wiesel’s personal thoughts, considerations and lessons. Using my Facing History and Ourselves experience, I wrote about a few of the recurring themes. I wrote,

Night warns us to pay attention and to heed the small steps. We should not hide behind the coward’s hope that history will not repeat itself.      

What I realized after reading Night is that students should not stand by in the hope that another will be moved to action. The true relevance and urgency of this book is that, “Indifference is not the beginning; it is an end.”

With the aid of literature such as Night, the subsequent generations have no reason to repeat the same mistakes. It is impossible to really grasp the many lessons and the relevance of the Holocaust until one realizes that the same mistakes that people made in the past are possible now.


Although I did not win, I gained a vast amount of insight.


Like Hamlet, Facing History and Ourselves poses the question, “To be or not to be?” With the exception of a Shakespearean study, we as American citizens are rarely called upon to answer this question, much less apply it to ourselves. But as Wiesel so eloquently stated, “Society is composed of three simple categories: the killers, the victims, and the bystanders.” 

However, in order to truly be, we must adopt “upstander” behavior. This involves courage in the pursuit of justice, a complete disregard for personal discomfort, and in many instances a lonely battle against societal indifference. 


Because of the Facing History and Ourselves elective and the values that I learned there, I am “Choosing to Participate” by making a life long commitment in the struggle for global human and civil rights justice. 

